Cross-cutting themes and opportunities for network and collaboration research by Keast, Robyn et al.
14 Cross-cutting themes and
opportunities for network and 
collaboration research
Robyn Keast, Christopher Koliba and Joris Voets
In this concluding chapter, the volume editors summarize and reflect on 
some of the key overarching themes and considerations that emerge from a 
comprehensive review of the chapters. These themes relate to questions of 
qualitative-quantitative and mixed-methods approaches, advances in com­
putational capacity, big data, artificial inteUigence (AI) and experimentation, 
stakeholder engagement, ethical and normative considerations, and adaptive and 
reflective capacity. This chapter considers these themes relative to the future 
directions of a research program for networks and collaboratives.
Bridging the qualitative/quantitative divide?
Public-sector research has a long tradition of drawing on quahtative research, 
and this preference has largely transferred across to research on networks and 
collaborations. Recently, however, quantitative techniques are increasingly being 
applied in public administration (PA) research generally, and as useful means 
for uncovering and testing overall properties of network and collaboration 
functioning such as, for example, management and leadership characteristics 
(O’Toole and Meier 2004; O’Leary, Choi and Gerard 2012) and facilitated 
processes (Thomas and Perry 2006). This developing methodological shift is 
highlighted in Chapter 4 by van Meerkerk, Edelenbos and Klijn and supported 
by both Groeneveld et al. (2015) and Kapucu, Hu and Khosa (2017), the latter 
particularly discussing quantitative approaches to network studies.
Despite an apparent ‘quantitative turn’, a strong theme across many chap­
ters within this volume, as well as the vast body of research undertaken on 
public sector networks and collaborations, is the continued appreciation of 
and reliance on qualitative approaches and associated methodologies, methods 
and techniques. Chapter authors stress the value of qualitative approaches for 
uncovering the contexts in which network and collaborative forms operate, 
highlighting the complexity of structures and process mechanisms, as well as 
providing a means for drawing out and describing the everyday experiences of 
participants. The chapters by Vangen (Chapter 7) and Dodge, Saz-Carranza and 
Ospina (Chapter 5) are illustrative of the unique value that qualitative methods 
provide to multiparty research and multilevel analysis that enable researchers
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Vangen’s chapter on RO-AR, which is embedded within an action-research 
approach, re-enforces the importance of understanding the role of context 
and people in the study of multiparty initiatives and offers a way to distil the 
behaviours and actions of participants that are not easily extracted by other 
research approaches. Dodge, Saz-Carranza and Ospina’s chapter draws upon 
and extends the qualitative tradition in public sector network research with 
their narrative contribution enabling a more nuanced and layered understand­
ing to emerge from collective-working phenomena, thus accommodating the 
renewed interest in micro-processes, such as the language, behaviours, motiva­
tions and social identity of participants (see Gray 1989;Innes and Booher 2010; 
Keast 2016; Mandell, Keast and Chamberlain 2016; Stout and Love 2017) as 
well as how these relationships are facilitated (Flynn, published 2019) and the 
role of small wins in retaining commitment for collective effort (Termeer and 
Dewulf 2018).
It is the case study, however, that is most closely aligned with the qualitative 
approach in PA, having been somewhat of a ‘fail safe’ mode for many network/ 
collaboration research studies (see as exemplars, Innes and Booher 2010; Klijn 
and Koppenjan 2016). Not surprisingly then, the case study approach was well 
represented within the chapters; pointing to continued confidence in its utility 
to the PA field, especially given its ability to tackle an assortment of research 
questions as well as take a variety of forms. Cheng and Voets’ chapter (Chap­
ter 3) highlighted the different perspectives and types of case study approaches 
(thus illustrating the versatility of the case study, while at the same time noting 
some of the debates and considerations that need to be addressed). It is worth 
noting here though that, while often depicted as qualitative, case studies can 
assume quantitative forms or be constructed based on combinations of both 
methodologies, depending on the phenomena being examined, the research 
questions to be answered and the data available (Yin 2014). Following this line, 
Cheng and Voets contend that the case study approach is less a method and 
more of a research design that specifies and contextualizes what is to be studied, 
while providing a framework that could potentially incorporate several data 
collection methods.
Process tracing and Qualitative Comparative Analysis (QCA) are also case- 
oriented methods that have come into their own, partly in response to growing 
practitioner expectation and demands and academic interest for evidence of 
causality within public sector networks and collaborations (Emerson, Nabat- 
chi and Balogh 2012). Demonstrating causality is an increasingly relevant issue 
given public financial and personal investment in networks and the often- 
complex nature of their operations, with sub-elements that vary across time 
and space, as well as the contexts within which they operate (Koliba et al. 2018) 
making it difficult to assign ‘certainty’ between action and outcome. This abil­
ity to isolate and distil causal relations is increasingly relevant to those involved 
in the design and management of networks and collaborations, especially in
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providing evidence needed to re-configure structures and processes to enhance 
positive and limit suboptimal outcomes (Glass et al. 2013:61; see also Chiolero 
2018). The survey and Q-methodology contributions, Chapters 5 and 6 respec­
tively, are also useful means by which to ascertain causality (see as an example 
Jeffares and Skelcher 2011). Although the search for causaHty in networks and 
collaborative arrangements is not new (see Dorien 2001) it does present as a 
potentially viable and fruitful direction for future network research. However, 
as Fafchamps, Kebede and Zizzo (2015) warn, there are still practical and meth­
odological obstacles to overcome, including clarifying the differences between 
correlation and causality that continue to befuddle many researchers, a point we 
return to when we discuss big data.
As noted earher, even though categorized as inherently ‘qualitative,’ methods 
such as QCA, Q methodology and process tracing have the capacity to combine 
and synthesize quaHtative and quantitative information. For example, although 
QCA ‘aims to achieve thick description of complex cases’ (Hudson and Kiih- 
ner 2013: 280; see also Berg-Schlosser et al. 2009), as Cepiku, Christofoli and 
Trivellato (Chapter 11) stress, it can do so by mixing qualitative insights with 
quantitative statistical measures to identify the sets of configuring factors that 
explain collective phenomena and, as a secondary benefit, supplement limited 
or unreliable data sets. Similarly, as Kivits notes in his chapter (Chapter 6) Q 
methodology applies quantitative analysis to quahtatively derived data to exam­
ine and understand complex subjective items, such as the personal opinions, 
attitudes and values that shape network formation and collaborative practices. 
Although Agranoff and Kolpakov’s chapter (Chapter 2) on sequential explana­
tory design focuses on the role of mixed methods, they do advocate a prominent 
role for qualitative data acquisition as a key feature of building a grounded 
approach to theory development. This approach seeks to use qualitative data in 
data analysis software to build theory and draw inferences. A similar approach 
to using qualitative data is suggested in Koliba, Zia and Merrill’s chapter on 
agent-based modelling (Chapter 11). The discussions taking place within these 
chapters, and reflected more generally across the field, are leading to more recip­
rocal understandings of the different approaches and how they might be best 
re-configured to address the complex problems besetting the public sector.
Representing the traditional quantitative element, Chapter 4 by Van Meerkerk, 
Edelenbos and Klijn demonstrates the contribution that survey approaches 
bring to capturing and confirming the detailed elements of network and col­
laboration behaviour, operation and performance, such as for example trust, 
managerial roles and impact — all of which provide essential information to 
public sector workers charged with the design, management and evaluation of 
these entities. These authors also point to a growing maturity of the field and 
practice of survey analysis, describing how it has been ‘extended and refined’ 
over time, partly through its willingness to leverage from qualitative insights 
from, for example, case studies and partly through advances in computational 
techniques, and they identify multilevel analysis as an important future develop­
ment for survey investigations of networks. Similarly, Agranoff and Kolpakov
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(Chapter 2) note that the combination of grounded theory and survey analysis 
by way of sequential explanatory design is pushing and extending the tradi­
tional mixed-methodology approach, while adding to the knowledge set for 
network operation. As these chapters and other studies attest, the introduction 
of quantitative modes and techniques into previously qualitative approaches and 
vice versa has resulted in the formation of new methods and techniques that 
have pushed boundaries and afforded new, or at least different, insights into the 
workings of networks and collaborative arrangements. Yet, despite these benefits, 
the current quantitative turn in PA has been received less positively by some, 
at least partially, as undermining quahtative research through efforts to make it 
more rigorous so that it can be taken more seriously (Sale, Lohfeld and Brazil 
2002). It could be argued, however, that this situation is somewhat ironic and 
even a little disappointing, given that qualitative researchers have worked hard to 
have the value of this approach acknowledged and accepted as ‘legitimate’, and 
in doing so have overcome what has been viewed as a privileging of quantita­
tive position (see for example Clarke 1999). Smith and Heshusius (1986:10) 
sounded an early warning that still appears relevant:
Pressure is being exerted from the quantitative call for qualitative research 
to ‘measure up’ to its standards without understanding the basic premises of 
qualitative research. Proponents of the qualitative paradigm need to address 
this pressure, but without ‘slipping on the mantle’ of quantitative inquiry.
In the thirty years since the publication of this sentiment, questions have emerged 
about the ability of the quantitative approach, including the survey mode, to 
capture ‘accurate, fully textured, and nuanced data at multiple levels of social 
reality’ (Kertzer andFrinke 1997). This doubt has occurred alongside a growing 
appreciation of the added value that qualitative research brings, particularly in 
terms of the rich descriptions it affords of networked phenomena, experiences 
and operations, which in turn can generate new questions to be answered (Toye 
et al. 2016).
However, these research approaches or paradigms need not be exclusive or 
competitive - forcing one or the other methodology decisions, and instead could 
be more complementary considering each of the underpinning assumptions while 
studying different phenomena (Sale, Lohfeld and Brazil 2002). To overcome or at 
least partially address the long-standing quahtative/quantitative binary and harness 
their benefits, mixed-methodology approaches are argued to be a ‘distinct third 
methodological movement’ (Tashakkori and Teddlie 2003:24). For Cresswell and 
Plano Clark (2007: 5) mixed methodology is a ‘research design with philosophi­
cal assumptions as well as methods of inquiry’. Mertens et al. (2016: 4) provide 
further clarification calling for the ‘use of more than one method, methodology, 
technique, approach, theoretical or paradigmatic framework and the integration 
of those different components’; that is, it is more than the inclusion of quahtative 
or quantitative methods in a study, its strength lays in the integration of quahta­
tive and quantitative methods in the analysis and results to generate enhanced
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findings. Following Miles and Huberman (1984), a mixed-methods approach has 
always been driven somewhat by this pragmatic rationale. Here Carey’s (1993: 
234) argument that‘qualitative and quantitative techniques are merely tools; inte­
grating them allows us to answer questions of substantial importance,’ seems to 
retain its relevance. Indeed, Mertens et al. (2016), in their five-year projection for 
mixed-methods research, reiterate that questions are not necessarily aligned with a 
particular method, although they do acknowledge some methods are more appro­
priate to answer certain types of questions (6) (see also Tashakkori and Cresswell 
2007). These authors go on to stress the danger in pre-determining the research 
methodology based on existing skills or practices, noting that it can prevent the 
uptake of alternative or new approaches that could generate different data to 
answer questions (Mertens et al. 2016: 6); that is, it is not the method but the 
question that provides the starting point.
This volume has shown research on networks and collaborations has available 
to it a diversity of options: theories, concepts, designs, methodologies and tech­
niques. At the same time, the authors are pointing to a more pluralist approach, 
one that breaks down the paradigm and provides avenues for new methodologi­
cal discussions and configurations.
Mixed methods and beyond
As the discussion in the previous section indicates, the blurring of the quantita­
tive/qualitative divide and the greater acceptance of mixed research approaches 
has become a growing trend in public sector network research. Overall, the pull 
toward mixed methods is consistent with the broader network research field, 
which for some time now has been calling for research that integrates quantita­
tive methods with qualitative methods (Berry et al. 2004; Isett et al. 2011; Lecy 
et al. 2014; Provan, Fisher andSydow 2007;Provan andLemaire 2012;Robinson 
2006). Many recent studies have heeded this call, resulting in various configura­
tions and mixtures of methods utilized to answer a diverse array of questions 
(Haugen Gausdal, Svare and Mollering 2016). For instance, Ulibarri and Scott 
(2017) drew on network analysis, documentary review, interview and survey in 
their study of governance. Kapucu, Hu and Khosa’s (2017) recent meta-analysis 
re-affirms this growing practice of using mixed methods of data collection in 
network research.
Indeed, many chapters in this volume, especially those focusing on QCA, pro­
cess tracing, sequential explanatory design, agent-based modelling and survey, 
re-enforce this practice, providing a strong argument that the structure, processes, 
interactions and motivations of networks and collaborations are so complex, 
dynamic and emergent that a single quantitative or quahtative approach is insuf­
ficient and inadequate to answer all questions or capture their problem-solving 
nuances. The chapter authors share the sentiment that different methodological 
approaches attend to diverse elements of a research problem, and therefore pro­
vide new avenues for posing research questions that are more likely to generate 
unique insights that add value to findings.
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The chapters in this volume that identify the virtue of mixed methods build 
on earlier mixed-methods models, such as that proposed by Creswell (2003). The 
‘traditional’ mixed-methods approach to social research follows a set sequence, 
often with qualitative data analysis employed first to identify and refine issues for 
further quantification. The Agranoff and Kolpakov contribution (Chapter 2), 
promoting the benefit of combining grounded theory and surveys to tap into 
the use of qualitative methods to elicit ‘deep meanings’ within an expanded 
multistage of perspectives on governances networks and collaboratives, provides 
a good example of an alternative mode for sequential mixed methods. Their 
approach begins with basic understandings of data, using some deductive rea­
soning drawn from assumptions identified out of quantitatively derived coding 
schemes. By contrast, QCA, as highlighted in Cepiku, Cristofoli and Trivellato’s 
Chapter 10, begins with a set of variables deduced from theory or prior research 
to build truth tables through which Bayesian analysis is rendered.
As well as advancing research outcomes, the use of mixed methods can lead 
to greater efficiencies in data analysis. Mertens et al. (2016: 8) for example, 
noted that the combination of survey and field work data can be more efficient 
than ethnography, which requires more time and engagement with respondents. 
Furthermore, the synergies created by the coming together of methods can lead 
to methodological innovation and development that are better able to address 
emergent as well as persistent problems. One such development is Qualitative 
Network Analysis, which arises from the synthesis of SNA and the advancement 
of computational models that draw on network and collaborative frameworks, 
and qualitative methods such as focus groups, interviews and documentary 
analysis (Aherns 2018).
These advantages aside, advancing mixed-methods approaches for the study 
of networks and collaborations remains largely a nascent practice at present. 
Further work is needed to develop some methods integration guidelines, as well 
as build new skills sets that extend methodological repertoires, including those 
that incorporate emergent technologies, for the most effective use of mixed- 
methods approaches. The implications for this methodological development are 
discussed in the final paragraph of this chapter.
Computational advances, big data, AI and experimentation
The amplified use of quantitative methods and the associated prominence of 
mixed-methods approaches and related techniques has been facilitated by the 
enormous advancements made in computational power allowing for the inter­
rogation of large data sets and more sophisticated statistical analyses as well as 
complex visualization outputs (see for example, Koliba, Zia and Merrill’s Chap­
ter 11 on agent-based models (ABMs) and Chamberlain and Farr-Wharton’s 
Chapter 13 focusing on the frontiers of research in our field). Chamberlain and 
Farr-Wharton point out how these developments have already shaped, and will 
continue to shape, the current thinking about research approaches and offer 
predictions for the future, while Koliba et al. (Chapter 11) discuss one type of
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approach to computational modelling that allows for scenario development, 
theory testing and theory tuning. Other methodologies and methods benefit­
ing substantially from advancements in user friendly technology and software 
advancements include SNA (as discussed in Lemaire and Raab’s Chapter 9, 
QCA in Chapter 10 by Cepiku, Cristofoli and Trivellato, Q methodology in 
Kivit’s Chapter 6 and van Meerkerk et al.’s Chapter 4 on survey methodology). 
As indicated in all these chapters, these new technologies and platforms for data 
collection, transfer, mining and visualization have contributed to the develop­
ment of new and often novel ways to uncover and represent the dynamic nature 
of networks and collaborative activities, which is important for sharing and 
engaging with practitioners.
Alongside these computational advances, is the exponential growth in the 
digitization of data made available through the internet. The resulting big data 
sets are an important and growing source of information and therefore an effec­
tive medium for research, providing a range of new opportunities for collecting 
information, networking, conducting research and disseminating research results 
across many sectors (Nunan and Di Domenico 2017). In a 2016 article pub­
lished in Public Administration Review, Mergel, Rethemeyer and Isett (2016) 
explored the impact of big data on PA. They noted that big data is closely 
related to ‘data analytics’ and ‘data science’ and assert that all these terms refer 
to ‘the amount of data, computational practices used to harvest large-scale data 
sets from multiple sources, and analytical strategies that manipulate these data in 
real time’ (2016:929). Writing about the development of advanced data-mining 
tools and techniques to the study of governance networks, Koliba et al. (2018: 
431) observe,‘As our capacity to undertake data mining of textual and narrative 
data expands, the opportunities to understand the phenomenological traces of 
nuanced network interactions intensifies. These advancements will deepen our 
capacity to develop finer and finer grained analysis of governance networks.’
At the same time, the noticeable increase in data-mining approaches by policy 
analysts and practicing public administrators has raised a cautionary flag. For 
example, Mergel et al. (2016), in their excellent review of the topic of big data in 
public management, echoed already expressed concerns that the big data revo­
lution could signal an end to theory and, more importantly, lead to policy and 
administrative analysis that ‘ends with correlation’ falling short on ascribing 
underlying meaning and deeper explanations of causahty (see page 933 for this 
discussion). In other words, if we take big data and data analytics too far we 
will fall into the trap of seeing correlation as causation. Thankfully, the meth­
odologies surveyed in this volume seek to integrate data analytics with theory 
construction, scenario testing and causation.
Extending beyond big data and data analytics, and with the potential to change 
both the public sector and public sector research, is Al. The English Oxford 
Living Dictionary defines Al as ‘The theory and development of computer 
systems able to perform tasks normally requiring human intelligence, such as 
visual perception, speech recognition, decision-making, and translation between 
languages’. The application of computer-simulation modelling to address the
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kinds of questions of concern to the PA field has begun to emerge, such as 
assessing welfare payments and immigration decisions, detecting fraud, planning 
new infrastructure projects, answering citizen queries, triaging health care cases 
(Kim,Zhong and Chun 2103;Eggers,Schatsky and Viechniki 2017;Martinho- 
Truswell 2018). Applied to a network or collaborative context, At is increasingly 
being used to model or simulate the actions of inter-organizational networks. As 
noted in the chapter by Koliba, Zia and Merrill (Chapter 11), ABMs of collab­
orative governance networks have been constructed and combined with game 
theory to yield studies that examine some of the fundamental tenets guiding 
the establishment of voluntary ties (Axelrod and Cohen 1999), with specific 
inferences drawn to administrative practice (Knott, Miller and Verkuilen 2003). 
There is also a growing body of research that is focused on ‘pattern-oriented’ 
(Grimm et al. 2005) computer-simulation models that employ ABMs to study 
complex governance networks carrying on specific policy functions. These 
examples include models looking at: the governance of water resources (Lansing 
and Kremer 1993; Janssen and Ostrom 2006; Schliitfer and Pahl-Wostl 2007); 
environmental hazard mitigation and economic justice (Eckerd 2013), school 
choice and institutional capacity (Maroulis et al. 2010;Maroulis 2016); patterns 
of fraud in public service delivery networks (Kim, Zhong and Chun 2103); and 
the impact of equity and resource scarcity and flux on transportation project 
prioritization in intergovernmental settings (Zia, Koliba andTian 2013). These 
models are being used to run experiments using scenario-based approaches, 
often in concert with stakeholders.
In their chapter as early career network researchers, Farr-Wharton and 
Chamberlain also point to the growing use of and potential for experimen­
tation in network and collaboration research, especially given the increasing 
computational capacity being made available and cloud-computing technolo­
gies (as noted previously). Experimental research has been long considered a 
‘gold standard’ method of inquiry for its ability to test for causality (Provan 
and Sydow 2008; Anderson and Edwards 2015), but has been largely under­
utilized in the public sector because it has been seen as too time-consuming, 
too costly, ethically problematic and difficult to control (Clarke 1999, cited 
in Provan and Sydow 2008; Anderson and Edwards 2015). In 2011 Margetts 
lamented that ‘[Tjhere is as yet little evidence that experimental research is 
penetrating the mainstream of public management’ (195). Much has changed 
since then. The combination of increased computational capacity and grow­
ing interest in the behavioural aspects of PA (Grimmelikhuijsen, Tummers and 
Pandey 2017) has led to an interest in the application of experimental research 
methods within public sector research generally (Baekgaard et al. 2015), but 
also for inter-organizational and collective modes (Shirado and Christakis 
2017). A recent article by James, Jilke and Van Ryzin (2017) highlights the 
potential of experimental research approaches to detect the micro-perspectives 
of individual and network behaviour, as well as isolate causal effects to inform 
policy and practice, test intervention theories and establish generalization. 
Experimental research also meets the growing need and demand for research
Cross-cutting themes and opportunities 263
‘ -
that is replicable; that is, research that can be re-executed, either in existing 
or modified forms, to enable comparisons with prior outcomes. Like Cham­
berlain and Farr-Wharton (Chapter 13), these authors also forecast laboratory 
experimental design approaches, such as simulations and games, as new and 
intriguing avenues with which to .study networks and collaboratives, offering 
safe, ethical ways to manipulate alternative circumstances not possible in real- 
world situations.
The progression of big data, AI, experimentation and simulation as viable 
research options will demand both personal and organizational research adjust­
ments, not the least of which are the need to respond to new and expanded 
ethical challenges (discussed later) (Morozov 2011). One emerging shift for 
researchers is the requirement by funding bodies and journals for more trans­
parency of research procedures and raw data, which could be perceived as a 
loss of sole control of their research. Mooney and Newton (2012) suggest this 
perceived loss of control could be tempered easily by allocating scholarly credit 
for the creation and sharing of reusable data sets; although they also acknowl­
edged a lack of consensus as to how this might best be implemented. Similarly, 
organizations are now obligated to create and regulate administrative proce­
dures and implementation mechanisms that allow those processes and data to 
be made available for replication (OECD Principles and Guidelines for Access 
to Research Data from Public Funding, 2007; the Australian Research Council 
Funding Guidelines www.arc.gov.au/research-data-management).
Co-design, co-production, collaborative research
Several chapters (for example, those of Dodge, Saz-Carranza and Ospina; Van- 
gen; Kamensky; Agranoff and Kolpakov; Lemaire and Raab; and Koliba, Zia and 
Merrill) deliver an important reminder that research, and especially research 
on networks and other collective/multiparty arrangements, is rarely a solitary 
undertaking, and instead is often crafted through various negotiated interactions 
and joint arrangements between researchers, the ‘researched’, their organizations, 
commissioning bodies and other related parties.
These chapter authors re-enforce well-held views that research is enhanced 
through the inclusion of the lived experiences and real-world insights of par­
ticipants and, further, as Lemaire and Raab (Chapter 9), Vangen (Chapter 4) and 
Kamensky (Chapter 12) especially argue, any research should be constructed in 
such a way that participants are able to garner some benefit from their involve­
ment and/or contribution. Through their chapter contributions these authors 
have offered methodological and practical ways forward for researchers for more 
genuine involvement of industry partners, govermnent officials and community 
members in research design, implementation and interpretation, through vari­
ous levels from partial involvement; for example, the early sharing of results with 
respondents for sense making; see Lemaire and Raab), to participatory modelling 
approaches (see Koliba, Zia and Merrill) and full-blown engagement as high­
lighted within the Vangen chapter.
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The regular inclusion of terms such as ‘engaged scholarship’ (van de Yen 
2007), ‘co-design’ and ‘co-crcation’ (Griffin, Hamburg and Lundgren 2013; 
Voorberg, Bekkers and Tummers 2015) in research proposals and designs signals 
a significant and essential shift away from ‘expert’ research to the enactment of 
a collaborative element (see Ansell and Torfmg 2014) that not only looks to 
leverage the different knowledges, experiences, skills and insights that different 
stakeholders can bring to a problem, but also aims to strengthen the capacity of 
the people involved in the research projects to interpret and implement findings 
to their projects as well as commission future research. As such, Heron’s (1982: 
19) description retains its relevance for contemporary researchers:
In the new paradigm, this separation of roles is dissolved. Those involved in 
the research are co-researchers and co-subjects. They devise, manage and 
draw conclusions from the research; and they also undergo the experiences 
and perform the actions that are being researched.
Alongside of the types of academic-community research partnerships noted 
earlier has been a noticeable rhetoric and growth in the development of 
academic/industry alliances and research collaborations, leading to the funding 
and formation of dedicated research institutes, such as: in the Australian con 
text Cooperative Research Centres; the US National Science Corp Program 
Research and Development Collaboration; the European Joint Research Centre 
(EU Science Hub); virtual international research networks (see for instance the 
Canadian Institute of Health Researchers, which includes a PA focus); and com­
munities of practice, such as special interest groups like those formed within the 
International Research Society for Public Sector Management.
With goals of creating innovative and applied solutions and enhanced 
knowledge pathways (Van de Yen 2007; Jull, Giles and Graham 2017), these 
participatory and partnership modes are advanced by genuinely involving their 
partners in the design, implementation and interpretation modes of research. 
This orientation to practice presents a viable response to criticisms that research 
is ‘elitist’, undertaken on ‘the studied’ (Heron 1982), is not ‘relevant’ to practi­
tioners (Jull, Giles and Graham 2017) or is unable to adequately measure and 
demonstrate its ‘social impact’ (O’Flynn and Barnett 2017).
Despite the increased appreciation for and undertaking of collaborative 
research, there remains what has been described elsewhere as a ‘knowing - doing 
gap’ (Hughes, O’Reagon and Wornham n.d.), where governments and not-for- 
profits practirioners searching for insights and strategies to address their work 
problems frequently overlook academic research as a knowledge source (Beer 
2001), and instead seem to prefer the advice offered by consultants. This, it is 
argued, is often due to the style of academic writing, the availability of findings 
and the perceived academic preference to address assertoric theoretic questions 
over practical issues (Charles and Keast 2016). It is through genuine academic- 
industry interaction that thorny practical problems are brought to the fore, often 
providing researchers with new research avenues to pursue. Kamensky’s chapter
aptly picks up on this disconnect and outlines a set of questions that challenge 
practitioners in their every-day work, inviting researchers to engage with these 
questions and practitioners to advance both knowledge and practice. Readers 
of this volume would do well to prioritize the reading of Kamensky’s chapter, 
particularly if they are looking to mount research studies that will have salience 
with policy-makers and practicing public administrators.
So, what does a participatory, co-created research agenda mean for future 
research on networks and collaborative arrangements? For the contributors to 
this volume there is a clear consensus that genuine engagement with research 
members in all their forms (participants, practitioners, partners and procur­
ers) will lead to enhanced relationships, more accurate understandings of both 
the research issues and context, and as a result will deliver relevant research 
outcomes. Overall, the chapters in this volume reflect this collaborative ethos, 
urging the use of collective approaches and designs, where relevant and appro­
priate, as well as the uptake of emergent as well as existing alternative tools not 
covered in this volume, including, for example, video ethnography and reflective 
ethnographic interviewing (for a review of several alternative contemporary 
collaborative research methodologies see Gremillion 2013).
It is also worth mentioning that, although notions of co-created research are 
not new, it nonetheless remains out of the scope of normal practice for many 
researchers and research bodies, with the consequence that many personal and 
institutional research practices and structures do not adequately support this style 
of research. Research on networked and collaborative research models and pro­
cesses has delivered many important insights that have been applied to enhance 
the operation and performance of these collective entities (Van de Ven 2007; 
Noble, Charles and Keast 2017; Griffin, Hamburg and Lundgren 2013). These 
insights notwithstanding, there remain many practice gaps and underexamined 
elements of research collaboration, including optimal infrastructures, incentives 
and expanded skill-sets as well as more attention to the micro-relational pro­
cesses, such as emotions, motivations and social identity, needed to work in 
collaborative ways (Griffin, Branstrom-Oham and Kalman 2013).
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Ethical considerations (especially for new approaches 
and tools)
Consideration of the additional ethical requirements in network research is 
long-standing. Quite early on, researchers of networks, collaborations and other 
multiparty and inter-organizational arrangements realized that the traditional 
principles of research ethics, such as informed consent and anonymity, were 
difficult to ensure due to the relational nature of the data and, for network 
analysis especially, the visual power of the network map that could be generated 
(Borgatti and Molina 2003, 2005). The SNA chapter by Lemaire and Raab in 
this volume reiterates the ethical challenges as well as raises some contempo­
rary issues, and stresses the importance of adopting strong ethical standards in 
network research. Concerns around participant consent and privacy (especially
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In particular, Lemaire and Raab (Chapter 9) remind current and future 
researchers of the visual power of SNA (and other visually oriented research 
outputs), which they note, without sufficient and suitable safeguards, can be 
used by unethical or ill-informed research sponsors to divert findings for politi­
cal, fiscal and other pragmatic but nonetheless questionable rationales. For this 
type of research method, which shows relational connections, even apparently 
neutral data outcomes and maps can be potentially discriminatory, thereby 
compounding social inequities and undermining social justice outcomes (Boyd, 
Keller and Tijerna 2016; Casilli and Tubaro 2017). Furthermore, as Tene and 
Polonetsky (2014) demonstrated, when new technology pushes ahead of social 
norms it can be perceived by individuals as ‘creepy’, even when it does not vio­
late data-protection regulations or privacy laws.
As noted earher, many chapters raised the evolving technology theme, includ­
ing its provision of access to previously unavailable public and personal data sets, 
as well as the ability to ‘scrape’ or ‘mine’ this data, for example from Facebook or 
Twitter, to interrogate relational links and personal attributes. Alongside these 
advantages are real concerns that current ethical and best practice codes and data 
regulations are no longer adequate, and personal information will increasingly 
be accessed and used for unintended or even nefarious purposes (Mertens and 
Wilson 2012; Nunan and Di Domenico 2017). Furthermore, there are genuine 
concerns that new directions in AI may take these data sets in unknown direc­
tions (Nunan and Di Domenico 2017). As responsible and ethical researchers 
we are required to be open to new ideas, technologies and approaches, while at 
the same time ever diligent to the new ethical challenges these developments 
may bring. As Tijerna (2016:48) warns:
New and complex data sets raise challenging ethical questions about risk to 
individuals that are not sufficiently covered by computer science training, 
ethics codes, or Institutional Review Boards (IRBs). The use of publicly 
available, corporate, and government data sets in research projects may 
reveal human practices, behaviours, and interactions in unintended ways, 
creating the need for new kinds of ethical support.
Failing to take these new challenges into account will lead to ethical breaches, with 
Boyd’s (2016) account of the Facebook emotional contagion study showing evi­
dence of a disconnect between research and those being researched, with people 
expressing their discomfort with both the study’s use of‘personal’ data and Face- 
book’s underlying data practices. The more recent Cambridge Analytical debacle 
further stresses the need to take ethics'in the new data age even more seriously.
There is also the matter of normative values and their place in research. 
Although networks and collaborations may be a viable means for leveraging
Cross-cutting themes and opportunities 267
human, social, political and cultural capital and, as we will argue, building demo­
cratic anchorage, they can also be an ineffective means for delivering public 
goods and services. In the worst-case scenarios, networks and collaboration can 
lead to decidedly undemocratic practices. We must account for the possibility 
that in the worst cases, networks and collaboration structures and practices can 
result in groupthink or collusion: a togetherness mentality lacking intelligent 
debate or a plotting together toward an unethical end.
Taken together, the chapters in this volume serve as a timely and important 
reminder to both researchers and research procurers to be cognisant of the 
ethical requirements involved in undertaking, sourcing and utilizing network 
research. Moreover, they point to the need for more and deeper thinking and 
action as well as research to develop appropriate ethical mechanisms that will 
advance network research, particularly to support participatory processes in this 
field (see for example, Australian Council for International Development 2017). 
Casilli and Tubaro (2017) make a call to action, arguing that researchers and 
those being researched ought to be actively involved in the ‘co-production’ of 
appropriate ethical frameworks.
Where to from here and how? On the importance 
of adaptation and reflection
Two concluding themes have emerged from within the broader network and 
collaboration literature and are re-iterated in the previous chapters — adaptation 
and reflection. Combined, these themes point to the types of actions needed to 
deftly navigate the diverse array of methodological approaches available with 
which to address the array of problems and issues confronting PA as well as 
shape future practices in this sphere.
The problems and choices faced by those responsible for the development 
and management of effective PA outcomes are real, complex and challenging, 
and so too must be the research response. We are cautiously optimistic that the 
advances in research methodologies highlighted in this volume are ‘up to the 
challenge’. It is clear though, that as the complexity of wicked policy and public 
service problems persist, we also need to evolve methodologies that are capable 
of explaining and critically evaluating policy and administrative experimenta­
tion. The chapters herein reflect this complexity as, although each focuses on a 
particular method, there is also acknowledgement of the plurality of approaches 
and methods available to researchers and the potential value that cross-overs may 
bring for triangulation of findings and also to the creation of new knowledge 
and questions. The contemporary research context is one of continuing change: 
shifting problem and funding contexts, expansions of research forms and sites, 
rapid technological advances that not only provide extended computational 
capacity but also continually spin off new methods and techniques with which 
to conduct research. For researchers to stay relevant and offer value to their field 
as well as avoid professional obsolesce they must be able to adapt to these chal­
lenges and opportunities as they arise — and even foresee changes.
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This is, of course, easier said than done. As individual methods such as those dis­
cussed in this book continue to advance, being able to learn and master them and 
keep up with those developments, as well as judiciously combine them, is already 
challenging and time-consuming for network researchers. Now more than ever 
life-long learning in terms of research methods applies to network and collabora­
tion researchers: mastering one method and excelling in its application is only a 
starting point in a research career, as several authors in dais volume have pointed 
out in their contributions. It goes without saying that, in an era of collaboration, 
team efforts can help to ensure the right methodological mix and rigour, rather 
than only assuming super-method powers for individual researchers.
This brings us to the notion of reflection. Successfully working in a changing 
and often uncertain context and undertaking the multitude of tasks associ­
ated with crafting novel yet manageable research projects, often with multiple 
partners with multiple approaches to knowledge, requires that researchers be 
‘reflective practitioners’ (Cravens et al. 2014). This is a position also held by 
Schon (1983), who argues that research relies on the development of personal 
insight and learning through critical examination and deliberations, as well as 
theoretical engagement with their actions: ‘We may also consider science as a 
process in which scientists grapple with uncertainties and display arts of inquiry 
akin to the uncertainties and arts of practice’ (49). By becoming reflective practi­
tioners, reviewing and critically analysing their research practice and examining 
how it relates to their operating environment, researchers will not only be able 
to advance their professional practice, but also have a greater capacity to adapt 
and adjust to these conditions (or adjust their goals).
As the final set of chapters in this volume from emerging researchers Cham­
berlain and Farr-Wharton and an experienced practitioner John M. Kamensky, 
who serve as key boundary-spanners between academics and practitioners, 
remind us: the quality of our research enterprises is only as good as the research 
questions we ask. To ask ‘good questions’ we must be adaptive and reflective. 
We must be ‘good listeners’ and we must be able to take our research cues and 
shape our methodology from these questions, the voices of our respondents as 
well as the context in which they exist. And, interestingly, and not without a 
touch of irony, we must be mindful that quality research requires the develop­
ment and maintenance of efficacious networks and collaborative endeavours. 
This is something at which, as scholars of networks and collaboratives, we as a 
community should excel. It is our sincere hope that this volume serves as a use­
ful aid in these endeavours.
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